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PUBLIC HEALTH’S UNSUNG HEROES 
National Nurses Week is May 6-12 

 
 (RICHMOND, Va.)—They play a vital role in controlling the spread of disease in your community, yet 
most of us don’t know much about the things public health nurses do everyday to keep us healthy. 
 

Outwardly, nothing distinguishes them, but their efforts are felt everywhere: protecting the public’s 
health during a hurricane, in the school counseling a teenager concerned about dating pressures and in the clinic 
vaccinating residents against the flu.  They are in the home helping a young family apply for FAMIS, Virginia’s 
program that helps families access medical insurance for their children. They are on the computer monitoring 
reports to head off the next disease outbreak.  They are in the family planning clinic helping women pace their 
pregnancies and protect their health.  

 
These colleagues follow in the tradition of Florence Nightingale and they form the corps of some 800 

public health nurses who protect the front lines of the community’s health for the Virginia Department of 
Health (VDH) and the state’s 35 health districts. 
 

“Public health nurses provide complex care, not only to individuals but to entire communities,” said 
Joanne Wakeham, director of public health nursing at VDH.  “This requires public health nurses to use 
knowledge of nursing, social science, humanities, human relations, marketing and salesmanship.” 

 
National Nurses Week recognizes the contributions nurses make 365 days a year.  The observance 

concludes May 12, the birthday of Florence Nightingale, founder of nursing as a modern profession. 
 
Public health nurses are an essential component of VDH’s disease prevention and health promotion 

efforts, protecting the community’s health in various ways.  
 

 “Public health is a unique specialty and differs greatly from hospital nursing,” said Beverly McGary, a 
nurse in the Chesterfield Health District.  “The hospital’s goal is the immediate care, treatment and release of 
the ill patient.  Public health’s goal is to prevent that disease, illness or injury in the first place.  Public health’s 
vision includes the family and entire communities.” 
 

Alfreda Brown also works as a public health nurse in Chesterfield.  She knows that when large numbers 
of children are protected from vaccine-preventable diseases such as hepatitis, mumps and influenza, the entire 
community is protected.  So she and her colleagues organize and staff immunization clinics throughout the 
county and reach out to private physicians, child day care centers and other groups to increase the county’s 
immunization rate.   
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 “Alfreda has built an army of parents, physicians, nurses, day care providers, teachers, principals, social 
workers and outreach workers to protect children and keep people free from disease,” said her supervisor Gail 
Sutler. 
 

Jeanne Leins is part of a six-member team responsible for controlling communicable diseases among 
Fairfax County’s 1.3 million residents.  To be effective, the team must receive reports of disease diagnoses from 
laboratories and physicians’ offices quickly, and the reports must contain complete patient contact information. 
Jeanne met with personnel form all the hospital, HMO and private laboratories in the county to explain the 
reporting regulations and procedures.  She also initiated visits with individual physicians to promote accurate 
and timely reporting.  Disease reporting from labs and doctors’ offices has improved greatly as a result of these 
efforts. 

 
Public health nurses provide a wide array of essential health care services in a tradition of caring. They 

are vital to strengthening a community’s ability to address targeted health care needs. VDH recognizes public 
health nurses this week for the contributions they make in their communities. For more information on public 
health nursing in Virginia, visit www.vdh.virginia.gov/nursing.  
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